Countering Historical Revisionism 


Colin Naturman 


October 4, 1994 


Most people are aware of the attempts by antisemites to deny the Holo- 
caust. But the Holocaust is not the only event in Jewish history which 
antisemitic pseudo-historians attempt to distort. Besides Holocaust-denial 
there exists an equally insidious branch of historical revisionism which at- 
tempts to deny or to trivialize the historical connection between the Jewish 
people and the land of Israel. This anti-Israelism forms an important part 
of modern Palestinian Arab propaganda. 

Anti-Israelism is not new. One of the oldest known instances of it is 
found in the writings of the Roman “historian” Tacitus (c. 55-120 BCE). 
In order to justify the Roman occupation of Israel, he portrayed the Jews 
as being no more the rightful inhabitants of Israel than the Romans. In his 
discussion of the origin of the Jews in his book The Hsstorses, he came up 
with several theories about who the Jews were: Cretan or Ethiopian refugees, 
lepers or deportees from Egypt, Assyrian invaders, a mysterious tribe from 
Greece — anything but a people who were well-established in Israel. In the 
same way that ‘Tacitus was motivated by the desire to legitimize the Roman 
occupation, modern anti-Israclists are motivated by the desire to legitimize 
the Arab occupation. 

One of the main areas targeted by anti-Israelism is the origin of the Jewish 
people. Many modern scholars agree that the stories in the Torah and the 
books of Joshua aud Juages should be thought of as traditional folk tales and 
legends and not as objective history. But even though many people reject 
Biblical literalism, few people have any knowledge of what archaeological 
evidence has to say about the origin of the Jews. Many people make the 
mistake of assuming that accurate history can be obtained from the Bible by 
simply deleting all references to G-d and miracles. This idea is exploited by 


fron 


anti-Israelists who distort the Biblical stories by ascribing selfish and racist 
motives to the actions of the early Israelites when the original Biblical stories 
claim that these actions were commanded by G-d. But if one argues, as many 
moder scholars do, that we cannot take the Biblical legends as history, how 
much more so must we then reject these new anti-Israelist stories which 
are based purely on deliberate distortions of the Bible and which do noi 
correspond to either reliable historical evidence or to traditional folk tales. 

In order to see that the Jewish people do have a legitimate claim to the 
land of Israel, it is first necessary to establish where the land of Israel is 
supposed to be. There are many different opinions as to where the borders 
of Israel should be. However there are two main definitions of Israel’s borders 
which are tegarded as traditional and which have greater authority due to the 
fact that they are the definitions found in the Torah: (1) “The boundaries of 
the Patriarchs” and (2) “The boundaries for those coming out of Egypt” .The 
first of these demark Patriarchal Israel. the full area of land which G-d 
promised to Abraham and which is defined in Genesis 15:18-21. In the 
Torah, these borders are defined in terms of where certain ancient peoples 
lived. in geographical terms they were as foliows: The western border was 
the whole eastern coast of the Mediterranean from the Bay of Alexandretta 
to the eastern tip of the Nile. Its border with Egypt was the eastern most 
branch of the Nile delta and the Sea of Reeds. In the south it shared a border 
with the Arabian iand of Havilah. iis eastern border was ihe Euphrates. Its 
northern border lay south of the mountains of eastern Turkey. The second 
set of traditional boundaries refer to post-Exodus Israei, that is, the region 
which (according to the Torah) was given to the Israelites to settle in after 
the exodus. It is defined in Numbers 34:1-15 and forms only a small pari of 
the full land of Israel — the part which is regarded as holy. 

Still another traditional definition of israei’s borders are “The boundaries 
for those returning from Babylon” which is defined in the Talmud, This de- 
fines Halachic israel, that is, the region in which the Halachic iaws concerning 
the land of Israel are considered to hold even during times of foreign rule. It 
is only a small part of the land promised to Abraham. Contrary to popular 
belief, it does not define the full area of land traditionally belonging to the 
Jews. it 1s only the Patriarchal borders that define the full extent of Jewish 
land. Most of the latter region is currently occupied by the artificial Arab 
states invented by Britain and France after the First Worid War. 

In order to see what historical nghts Jews have to this region it is nec- 


a 


essary to look at the historical evidence regarding the origins of the Jewish 
people. The Jews began as an outgrowth of the civilization of the Levant 
(the land east of the Mediterranean). The inhabitants of the Levant were 
descended from several waves of peopie who entered the region during various 
periods, each time intermingling with the previous inhabitants. Their earli- 
est ancestors were already present in Israel about 10 000 years ago. The last 
wave arrived c. 3000 BCE, probably from Arabia, and brought with it the 
West Semitic language — the language which evolved into Hebrew and Ara- 
maic. During the third millennium BCE, the Levantine civilization (which 
from this point can be called the West Semitic civilization) spread outwards 
from Western Israel. The boundaries of the Patriarchs are essentially the 
borders of the region in which the West Semites lived. Thus, the Jews, being 
the only remaining West Semitic people, have a very strong claim to this 
region. 

At various times during the period c. 2500-1500 BCE, many West Semites 
adopted a semi-nomadic lifestyle. The evidence from ancient cuneiform and 
hieroglyphic texts suggests that the term Hebrews (Ivrim = “passers” ) orig- 
inated as a general name for these semi-nomads. The term eventually came 
to be used as a name for the Israelites and the other West Semitic groups 
who according to tradition were descended from Abraham and his family. 

The history of the ancestors of the Jews during the second millennium 
BCH is a very controversial subject. This is the period coinciding with that 
covered by the Torah and the books of Joshua and Judges. There are two 
views of this period, Biblical literalism, which regards the Biblical narrative 
as history, and Biblical criticism which regards it as a collection of myths 
and legends. We willexamine both views. 

First the literalist view: The Torah begins the story of the Jewish people 
with Abraham who is regarded as the main forefather of the Jews. According 
to the Torah, Abraham was born in the city of Ur. Ur lay to the west of the 
Euphrates and thus within Patriarchal israel. 5o aithough Abraham was not 
born in the area covered by the now much diminished modern State of Israel, 
he was born within the full region of Patriarchal Israel. He then moved to 
Haran which lay in the Paddan-Aram region. This region was part of the land 
of the Kadmonites (Kadmonim or Bnei Kedem) which according to Genesis 
15:19 was also part of Patriarchal Israel. He then moved to Canaan, again 
part of Israeli. He briefiy visited Egypt once to escape famine, but spent the 
greater part of his life living in Canaan. His son Isaac, the second forefather 
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of the Jews, lived his entire life in Canaan. Isaac’s son Jacob, the third 
forefather of the Jews and the first Israelite, was born in Canaan and spent 
most of his life there. He also spent some fourteen years in Paddan-Aram. 
Due to famine in Canaan he was forced to go to Egypt where he later died. 
He was buried in Canaan. Eleven of his sons were born in Paddan-Aram 
but they moved to Canaan before any of them was much older than seven. 
His last son Benjamin was born in Canaan. With the exception of Joseph, 
Jacob’s sons spent the greater part of their lives in Canaan before going to 
Egypt, and their wives were native to Canaan. Joseph’s embalmed body was 
buried in Canaan after the exodus. All this clearly shows that according to 
the Biblical literalist view the Jews originated in Biblical Israel and had a 
particularly strong connection with the region of Canaan, in fact the Torah 
says that G-d Himself had instructed Abraham to live in Canaan. 

On the other hand scholars who criticize Biblical literalism feel that the 
stories in the Torah, Joshua and Judges are not exactly history but that 
nevertheless they contain reminiscences of historical events. Based on ar- 
chaeological evidence combined with a critical interpretation of the Torah, 
Bible critics feel that the Israelite clans originated within the post-exodus 
borders. They feel that Ephraim and western Manasseh where probably de- 
scended from remnants of the Hyksos and that they were the only Israelites to 
have had any connection with Paddan-Aram, having absorbed settlers from 
that region during the second half of the 14th century BCE. (The Hyksos 
are discussed below.) Thus while serious critics of Biblical literalism reject 
the stories of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, they still agree that the Israelites 
originated in Israel. 

Anti-Israelists usually claim that the Israelites originated in Mesopotamia 
and merely passed through Canaan on their way to Egypt. This false Mesopotamian 
origin theory is a good example of how common misconceptions about Bibli- 
cal geography are exploited by anti-Israelists in conjunction with distortions 
of the Bibiical tales. To back up their claim they quote the story of Abra- 
ham being born in the city of Ur. However, Ur is not in Mesopotamia! It 
is true that for many centuries Biblical commentators thought that Ur was 
in Mesopotamia, but archaeological excavations conducted in the 1920's by 
Sir Leonard Woolley confirmed that Ur lay to the west of the Euphrates and 
hence within Patriarchal Israel and not in Mesopotamia (the valley between 
the Tigris and Euphrates). Another misconception related to the myth of a 
Mesopotamian origin for the Jews is the mistaken belief that Paddan-Aram 
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is Mesopotamia. The Torah sometimes refers to Paddan-Aram as Aram of 
Two Rivers (Aram Naharaim). Many Biblical commentators have made the 
mistake of assuming that the rivers in question are the Tigris and the Eu- 
phrates and hence that Aram of Two Rivers was Mesopotamia. Thai this 
cannot be is immediately clear from the fact that Aram means “highland” 
while Mesopotamia consists of low-lying valleys and plains. A glance at a 
map of the Middle East shows that the city of Haran (known to be in Aram 
Naharaim) lay on the river Balih which in turn lies west of the river Ha- 
bor and these must be the rivers in question. (Both the Habor and Balih 
are roots of the Euphrates proper which is formed by several rivers flowing 
together. The Habor is the natural north-western border of Mesopotamia.) 

Anti-Israelists also like to claim that the Israelites had no connection with 
Israel during the sojourn in Egypt. Again let us again examine the two views 
of Israelite history: 

According to the literalist view the Israelite clans were founded by Jacob’s 
sons and included not only their descendants but also the descendants of 
their servants and bondmen as well as many other people who had affiliated 
themselves to the Israelites. Genesis and Exodus tell us that the families of 
Jacob’s sons went to Egypt but they do not say that all the other ancestors 
of the Israelites went with them. The genealogical lists in Chronicles I show 
that those Israelites who were not directly descended from Jacob’s sons had 
remained in Canaan and had founded many towns. For example, Saul, the 
first king of Israel was descended from the founder of Gibeon, a town already 
in existence before the exodus. 50 according to the literalist view, there 
was an Israelite presence in Canaan throughout the period of the sojourn in 
Egypt. 

In order to understand the Israelite connection with Egypt, the critical 
view looks to the historical and archaeological evidence: It is known that 
during the first few centuries of the second millennium BCE, some West 
Semites were slowly pushed into Egypt by other groups. in Egypt their 
political power grew until they eventually came to rule the country in the 
18th century BCH. The West Semitic rulers of Egypt were referred to as 
the Hyksos in ancient writings. Many Bible critics feel that the people of 
Ephraim and western Manasseh were at least partly descended from the 
Hyksos, Scholars who prefer an allegorical interpretation of the story of 
Jacob and his sons, point out that the Hyksos period is reflected in the story 
of Joseph. Joseph (the ancestor of Ephraim and Manasseh) is rejected by his 
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older brothers (representing the other clans) and is subsequently sold into 
slavery in Egypt where he then rises to power. 

The Hyksos were driven out of Egypt by the Egyptians in c. 1560 BCE. 
During the latter half of the second millennium BCE, several West Semites 
(although none named Joseph) rose to high positions in Egypt under the 
Pharaohs. The Pharaoh Amenophis II (1436-1411 BCE) is known to have 
captured 3600 Hebrews in Israel and carried them off as prisoners to Egypt. 
Subsequent Pharaohs employed Hebrews as slaves. Ramases II (1290-1223 
BCE) is known to have employed Hebrew slaves in the building of the city 
of Raamses. Bible critics feel that the Biblical story of the sojourn in Egypt 
is based on reminiscences of all these events. They also suspect that the 
historical Hebrew slaves were probably the ancestors of the Levites. To sum 
up, Bible critics think that it was probably only the Hyksos ancestors of the 
Joseph clans and the Levites who were in Egypt for any significant length 
of time. Moreover, the Hyksos and the Levites were in Egypt at different 
times and only the Levites were there as slaves. In particular, they feel 
that there was always an Israelite presence in Canaan throughout the second 
millennium BCE, since most of the Israelite clans had never gone to Egypt. 
They point to the fact that this is reflected in those genealogical lists of 
Chronicles I which trace Israelite families back to the founders of cities in 
pre-exodus Canaan. 

So the anti-Israelist claim of no Israelite connection with Canaan prior to 
the exodus, is neither supported by the Tanach nor by the views of serious 
critical scholars. 

We now come to the most famous anti-Israelist claim, namely that the 
Jews stole the land from the “Canaanite tribes”. To see that this is also 
groundless we first have to look at who these “Canaanite tribes” actually 
were. There were seven “nations of Canaan” who were conquered by the 
Israelites: (1) Hivites, (2) Perizzites, (3) Girgashites, (4) Jebusites, (5) Hit- 
tites, (6) Amorites, and (7) Canaanites. Of these, the first four were Hurrian 
groups who had invaded Israel. Their homeland lay in what is today eastern 
Turkey. The Hittites were also foreign invaders, their homeland was central 
Turkey. Most of the Hurrians and Hittites lived in there historical home- 
land, those in Israel were relatively small groups of colonists. None of these 
invaders ever had an independent homeland in Israel, their leaders were all 
under the direct control of the Egyptian Pharaohs. 

In the Tanach, those West Semitic people who lived in the Cis-Jordan 
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region but who were not part of the Israelites, are called Canaanites and 
Amorites, meaning ‘lowlanders’ and ‘highlanders’ respectively. (The name 
Canaan originally applied only to the lowland regions of the coastal plain 
and the Jordan valley but was later used for the whole region west of the 
Jordan which had been under Egyptian rule.) They were very closely related 
to the Israelites. However, like the invaders they sided with the Pharaohs. 
Thus the conquest of these people is seen by many scholars as more of a war 
of liberation than a conquest by outsiders. Let us examine the details of the 
post-exodus period from the two views of Israelite history. 

The literalists look to the Torah which tells us that G-d gave the land of 
the post-exodus borders to the Israelites to livein. As was mentioned above, 
this land, which included Canaan, was a part of the full area promised to 
Abraham. G-d specifically instructed them to conquer the seven nations of 
Canaan as a punishment for the latter’s sins. In the cases where the Israelites 
attacked without G-d’s consent they themselves were defeated (Numbers 14: 
41-45, Joshua 7:2-5). Moreover, there had been israelites living in Canaan 
both during and prior to the sojourn in Egypt and those who had gone to 
Egypt had only done so temporarily to escape a famine. ad 

Bible critics view the period of settlement in Canaan very differently to 
Biblical literalists. As we saw above, Bible.critics feel that only Ephraim, 
western Manasseh and Levi were in Egypt for any significant period. The 
other clans had always been in Israel and consequently could not have invaded 
the land. What they did do was overthrow the Canaanites, Amorites and 
foreign invaders who were controlling Canaan as puppets of the Pharaohs. 
In general, Bible critics feel that the Biblical story of the conquest of Canaan 
is based on reminiscences of various different battles which occurred during 
the latter half of the second millennium BCE, some conducted by native 
Israelites against their pro-Egyptian oppressors, some conducted by Hyksos 
who returned to Canaan after being expelled from Egypt and some conducted 
by Levites returning from slavery in Egypt. But most importantly, the views 
of the Bible critics lend absolutely no support to the anti-Israelist claim that 
the Israelites were a united group of land thieves and that the “Canaanite 
tribes” were the rightful inhabitants of the land. 

In conjunction with their claim that the Israelites stole the land, anti- 
Israelists love to claim that the Palestinians are the descendants of the 
“Canaanite tribes”. Most ironically,the only remaining descendants of the 
conquered “Canaanite tribes” are the modern Jews! This is due to the fact 
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that all the seven nations of Canaan assimilated into the Jewish people. The 
Girgashites did not retain any separate identity to the Israelites and assimi- 
lated completely at a very early stage. The last conquered southern Canaan- 
ites to retain a separate identity lived at Gezer and were killed by invading 
Egyptians. By the time of Solomon, the other southern Canaanites had com- 
pletely assimilated into western Manasseh, Zebulun, Asher and Naphtali and 
became the Israelite merchant class, the term Canaanite coming to mean 
merchant. The northern Canaanites of the Lebanon region, who were noi 
part of the original conquered Canaanites, were later conquered by David. 
Many of them also assimilated into the Jews while those who did not were 
later Hellenized and by the end of the Roman period had fully assimilated 
into the Greek nation. The remaining Hittites, Perizzites, Hivites, Jebusites 
and Amorites were appointed by Solomon to be the temple workmen and 
his special servants. They became the founders of the Jewish castes known 
as the Nethinem and the Aude: Shlomo, who like the Kohanim, Levi’im and 
Yisraelim were determined by paternal lineage. These castes survived up to 
the times of Ezra and Nehemiah but subsequently became part of the Jewish 
laymen ( Yisraelim). ’ 

While the claim of a Canaanite origin for the Palestinian Arabs is very 
popular nowadays, in the past there have been attempts to link the Arabs to 
various other ancient peoples living in Biblical Israel. However, an objective 
examination shows that in almost every case, the non-Israelite people of 
Biblical Israel assimilated into the Jewish people. 

During the 1980’s the popular claim was that the Palestinian Arabs were 
a continuation of the Philistine nation and that the Israelites had stolen their 
land. Again this claim is groundless. Firstly, there was no united Philistine 
nation. The term Philistine was used to describe people living in the area 
of Philistia (Pleshet). The original Philistines were a West Semitic people 
called Avites. Cretan invaders destroyed the Avites and stole their land. It 
was these Cretan invaders who were the enemies of the Israelites. The last 
surviving West Semitic people among the Philistines were considered to be 
Hebrews and they joined the Israelites during the time of Saul. As for the 
Cretan Philistines, the groups known as the Kreitam and Peleatim, were in- 
corporated into the Israelites during the time of David and assimilated into 
Judah. The people of the five Philistine cities of Gaza, Ashkelon, Gath, 
Ekron and Ashdod retained a separate identity from the Israelites for many 
centuries. However, by the time of Ezra and Nehemiah, only the people of 


Ashdod were still maintaining a separate identity and even they were be- 
coming heavily intermarried with the Israelites. Although for a few centuries 
the people of mixed Jewish and Ashdodite descent were considered to be 
a separate group to the Jews, they were fully incorporated into the Jewish 
people during the Hashmonean period. 

The belief that “Palestine” was named after the Philistines is also non- 
sense. The Romans invented the name only in the second century CE in an 
attempt to wipe out the names Israel and Judea. The name is derived from 
Pleshet a term which was originally referred to the south-western coast of 
Israel. The Philistines also got their name from Pleshet, not the other way 
around. 

The Israelites were not the only Hebrews. Another Hebrew group was 
the Edomites. There is a belief in some Jewish circles that the Arabs are 
connected with the Edomites. Then there were the Moabites and Ammonites 
whom the Jordanian Arabs like to claim as their ancestors. Three other He- 
brew groups are the Ishmaelites, Midianites and Medanites, who are best re- 
membered for their involvement in the story of Joseph being sold into slavery. 
Back in the 1970's the popular claim was that the Arabs were Ishmaelites. 
The propaganda equating Arabs and Ishmaelites was very successful and 
is still widely believed by many people. Besides the better known Hebrew 
groups their were several minor groups who are hardly mentioned in Jewish 
history: the Shuhites, Zimranites, Ishbakites and Jokshanites. They too are 
referred to as “Arab tribes” in some books. However, an investigation of the 
histories of all these non-Israelite Hebrews once again reveals that they all 
assimilated into the Jewish people and therefore have no connection with the 
Arabs. Let us look at the details: 

The Edomites are traditionally descended from Esau and were actually 
of mixed West Semitic, Hittite and Hurrian stock. They lived in the Negev 
and Arava regions, The small Hebrew group known as the Shuhites, who 
are traditionally descended from Shuah, a son of Abraham and Keturah, 
disappeared by assimilating into the Edomites. The Edomite clan of Ke- 
naz were incorporated into Judah at a very early stage of Israelite history. 
The Edomite clan of Amalek (considered the worst enemies of the Jews) 
were completely wiped out in wars with the Israelites, the last group of 
Amalekites being killed by the Simeonites during the reign of Hezekiah (c. 
720-692 BCE). The remaining Edomites retained a separate identity to the 
Jews until c. 129 BCE when they were conquered by Yochanan Hyrcanus 
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and incorporated into the Jewish people. They still retained a measure of 
separate identity, being Edomite Jews as opposed to Israelite Jews. After the 
Romans defeated the Zealot Republic (66-73 CE), the Edomite Jews became 
thoroughly intermingled with other Jews and lost any separate identity. 
The Ammonites and Moabites are traditionally descended from Abra- 
ham’s nephew Lot and lived in Trans-Jordan. There is a popular misconcep- 
tion that they did not become Jews because the Torah apparently bans them 
from becoming Jews (Deuteronomy 23:3). It is beyond the scope of this article 
to discuss fully the meaning of the ban on the Moabites and Ammonites but 
it suffices to say that it was not racially based. Moabites and Ammonites who 
gave up their separate identity to the Jews and converted to Judaism were 
fully accepted as Jews. (The most famous Moabite to convert to Judaism 
was Ruth, the great grandmother of King David. After Solomon, the Davidic 
dynasty was continued by his son Rehoboam whose mother, Naamah, was an 
Ammonite.) As a result of the Assyrian and Babylonian invasions the Am- 
monites and Moabites were dispersed among the Jews. Ezra and Nehemiah 
took a very strict interpretation of the ban on Ammonites and Moabites and 
tried to enforce their separation from the Israelites, but subsequently their 
assimilation into the Jewish people was tolerated. The ban was considered 
to have become void retrospectively from the time the Assyrians destroyed 
the separate political identity of the Ammonites and Moabites and dispersed 
them among the Israelites. As a result the Ammonites and Moabites com- 
pletely assimilated into the Jewish people. They no longer existed in the 
Hashmonean period and may have already disappeared a couple of centuries 
before. In particular, they were not the ancestors of the modern Jordanians. 
The Ishmaelites are traditionally descended from Ishmael, the son of 
Abraham and Hagar. They lived throughout the desert regions of Patri- 
archal Israel. The Medanites, who are traditionally descended from Medan, 
a son of Abraham and Keturah, assimilated into the Ishmaelites, During the 
time of Saul, the Ishmaelite clans of Jetur, Naphish and Nodav, who lived 
directly east of the Israelites and who were called Hagrites, were destroyed in 
a war with Reuben, Gad and eastern Manasseh and the survivors assimilated 
into these Israelite groups. The Ishmaelite clan of Massa had converted to 
Judaism by the time the book of Proverbs was compiled sometime during the 
post-exilic period, and may have already been Jewish as early as Solomon’s 
reign. The Ishmaelite clans of Nebaioth and Kedar had become Jewish when 
the last section of the book of Isaiah was compiled (sometime in the period 


10 


= 


538-515 BCE). 

The Midianites are traditionally descended from Midian, another son of 
Abraham and Keturah. They lived mainly in the south-western regions of 
Patriarchal Israel. A large group of Midianites known as Kenites, were incor- 
porated into Judah at a very early stage of Israelite history. The remainder 
of the Midianites later became intermingled with the Ishmaelites. 

The minor Hebrew groups of Zimran, Ishbak and Jokshan, traditionally 
descended from the sons of Abraham and Keturah bearing these names, also 
became intermingled with the Ishmaelites. The last people of mixed Ish- 
maelite, Medanite, Midianite, Zimranite, Ishbakite and Jokshanite descent 
formed a more or less homogenous group sometimes called Mustarabs, a name 


riod. One of the reasons for the incorrect belief that they were Arabs is 
that the Hebrew term aravim has two meanings. One meaning is simply 
desert-dwellers, another 1s Arabs. The Mustarabs were arawm in the sense 
of desert-dwellers but they were not Arabs. Further confusion arises from 
the fact that many people incorrectly use the word ar’vem as a synonym 
for aravim when it actually means mixed people, a term sometimes used to 
describe the Mustarabs (as well as other mixed groups). 

As a result of the Babylonian invasion many of the Mustarabs were dis- 
persed among the Israelites and assimilated into them. All the Mustarabs 
were Jewish by the end of the Byzantine period, and might have been so 
already many centuries before. 

Thus we see that the widespread claim of an Ishmaelite origin for the 
Arabs is completely false. This claim is an example of a story that grew in 
the telling. The first person to suggest a link between Ishmael and Arabia 
was Mohammed. Mohammed insisted that his tribal god, Allah, was the 
same as the G-d of the Bible. But the G-d of the Bible is clearly intended 
to be very different to any foreign tribal god. So to justify his claim he 
conjectured that Abraham had journeyed to Mecca, rebuilt the Kaaba (which 
was actually a pagan temple) and introduced the worship of Allah whom he 
claimed was the same as the G-d of the Bible. Having heard that Abraham 
had a son named Ishmael he had him accompany Abraham in this fanciful 
story. Mohammed went on to claim that Abraham, Ishmael and almost all 
other famous people in the Tanach were actually Muslim prophets and not 
Jews! (The attention paid to the relatively unimportant Biblical figure of 
Ishmael is understandable when one remembers that Mohammed initially 
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confused him with Isaac.) Despite all this, Mohammed never claimed that 


the Arabs were Ishmaelites or that he himself was an Ishmaelite. The story 
of Abraham and Ishmael’s visit to Mecca indirectly claims that the Arabs 


were already in existence and so the idea o of an Ishmaelite origin for the 
Arabs actually contradicts Islam. It also contradicts literalist Judaism and 
Christianity since in the Bible the ancestor of the Arabian peoples was Yoktan 
(Genesis 10:26-30). At a later period, Muslim “historians” claimed that 
Mohammed was descended from Ishmael. They were partially correct in 
claiming that the Mustarabs were descended from Ishmael, but Mohammed 
was certainly not a Mustarab. This is revealed by his complete ignorance 
of Jewish traditions. Also revealing is the fact that in Arabic, Ishmael is 
called Ismaz. This is neither an Arabic attempt at pronouncing the original 
Hebrew form Yishmael (one would expect Yishma‘il) nor is it an Arabic 
translation of the Hebrew form (which would be something like Yasmu ‘Uah), 
instead it 1s based on the Greek form for Ishmael. This strongly suggests that 
Mohammed and the Arabs first heard of Ishmael from Byzantine Christians 
and had never known of him before. : 

As a result of the myth that Mohammed was descended ffom Ishmael, 
some of his descendants began to call themselves Ismailis. As a result of 
modern propaganda the myth has gone further and it has now become com- 
mon belief that all Arabs (or at least the northern Arabs) are descended from 
Ishmael although the truth of the matter is that none of them are. 

The Arabs in Syria are also involved in the frandulent ancestors game. 
They like to claim that they are descended from the Aramaeans. The Ara- 
maeans were a collection of West Semitic groups, some intermarried with 
Hurrians, who lived in the Aram (or Highland) regions of Patriarchal Israel. 
Those in ‘eg Paddan-Aram region were regarded as Hebrews in ancient texts, — 
and are in fact traditionally descended from Abraham’s brother Nahor wad 
the latter’s grandson who was named Aram. Other Aramaean groups are 
traditionally grouped with the invaders of Canaan. Still others are tradition- 
ally descended from Aram the son of Shem. The fate of the Aramaeans was 
the same as that of the northern Canaanites, some became Jews while others 
were Hellenized and had become fully absorbed into the Greek nation by the 
end of the Roman period. 

Another group often misrepresented as Arabs are the Nabateans. The 
Nabateans appeared in the late fourth century BCE and settled in the Arava 
region of Biblical Israel. Their origin is obscure although they appear to 


12 


have been an outgrowth of the Aramaeans possibly intermarried with the 
Mustarabs. Historical revisionists love to include them as ancestors of the 
Arabs so that they can claim that the Arabs of Jordan suffered under the 
Roman occupation! To do this they capitalize on the fact that the Greeks 
and Romans used the name Arabia for the Arava. Consequently, in English, 
the Nabateans are often called Arabians or even Arabs, although in Hebrew 
one would called them Aravatem, while true Arabs would be Aravim. To 
confuse matters, many people incorrectly assume that the Nabateans are the 
Ishmaelite clan of Nebaioth which is false since that clan had assimilated 
into the Jewish people at least a century before the Nabateans appeared and 
despite the similarity between the two names, they have different roots in 
Hebrew. 

The Nabateans were conquered by Yannai (Alexander Jannaeus) some- 
time during the period 83-76 BCE and from the point of view of the Jews 
they were considered to be Jewish from then onwards. However, lest we 
also be found guilty of historical revisionism, it should be emphasized that 
many Nabateans did not consider themselves to be Jewish and continued to 
worship various pagan gods. The Romans annexed their lands in 106 CE. 
Subsequently they began to assimilate into the Jews. During the Talmudic 
petiod the assimilation increased as the Nabatean’s economic strength de- 
clined. Although some Nabateans probably assimilated into the Christian 
Greeks, most Nabateans were not impressed by Christianity and assimilated 
into the Jewish people who were their nearest neighbours. From the fifth 
century CE onwards the Arava was largely deserted. The former Nabatean 
capital of Petra (Sela) had become the home of Christian hermits, whose 
community became extinct some time after the Arabs invaded in 636 CE. 
Thus we see that none of the Nabateans assimilated into the Arabs. 

Historical revisionists leave no stones unturned and even the obscure 
group known as the Meunites have been roped in as ancestors of Palestinian 
Arabs. The argument goes that they were an Arab people called Mineans 
who had settled in Israel in ancient times. This argument is false. Firstly 
the Mineans were not Arabs, they were Jokshanite Hebrews from the trading 
town of Dedan. Secondly, the Mineans have nothing to do with the Meu- 
nites and although their names look similar, they have different roots. The 
Meunites were in fact a renegade clan in Judah who used to attack the other 
Israelites. They were defeated by King Uzziah (c. 780-740 BCE) and were 
subsequently incorporated into the Nethinim caste. Male descendants of the 
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Meunites maintained their identity at least up to the time of Ezra and Ne- 
hemiah but later they were counted as ordinary Jewish laymen ( Yisraelim) 
as were the other Nethinim. 

Besides the attempts to trace the Arabs back to the ancient inhabitants of 
Israel, anti-Israelists try to refute or trivialize the fact that the Jews are the 
only people who have had a continuous presence in Israel throughout history. 
To “refute” this anti-Israelists like to focus on the historical episodes during 
which Jews were exiled from Israel. For example they will use the Assyrian 
exile to back up their claim that ten of the Israelite “tribes” left Israel and 
that the modern Jews are not descended from those tribes and consequently 
have no claim on their land. Their arguments often seem plausible because 
there are many myths and misconceptions regarding the periods of exile. 

Let us begin with an examination of the Assyrian exile. Firstly, before 
this exile, enough intermarriage between the Israelite clans had occurred to 
guarantee that modern Jews have a good dose of ancestry from each of them. 
Secondly, the “ten lost tribes” is a myth and not history: In ¢. 733 BCE 
the Assyrians under Tiglath Pileser conquered the region of Gilead (in which 
people belonging to the clans of Reuben, Gad and eastern Matasseh lived) 
and also the region of Galilee which nonhed of the regions of Naphtali, Dan, 
Asher, Zebulun, Issacher and the northern reaches of western Manasseh. The 
popular idea that all the people from these regions were deported is false. 
It is known that the Assyrians only deported leaders and members of the 
upper class. The people of Reuben, Gad and eastern Manasseh living in 
the former Hagrite regions were pushed back westwards. In Galilee it was 
mainly the towns of Ijon, Abel-Beth-Maacah, Janoach, Kedesh and Hazor 
(all in Naphtali) that were affected by the invasion. Certain people from 
Gilead and from Galilee (probably only from the above mentioned towns in 
Naphtali) were deported and resettled in the towns of Halah, Hara and Gozan 
wish lay in the north-east of Patriarchal Israel. They were never “lost” in 
any physical sense nor were they removed from Patriarchal Israel. 

In ¢. 722 BCE the Assyrian king Shalmaneser invaded the region of 
Samaria (in which the clans of Ephraim and western Manasseh lived). He 
besieged the city of Samaria (Kiryat Shomron) and in the winter of 722-721 
BCE, it fell to the Assyrians. Shalmaneser’s successor, Sargon, deported the 
leaders and upper class (particularly those from Kiryat Shomron). These 
deportees numbered 27 290, a large number of people but still only a small 
fraction of the total population of Samaria which even at worst case estimates 
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would have numbered several hundred thousand. They too were not “lost” 
but were deported to Halah and Gozan (where they would have met up with 
the previous deportees) and also to various cities in Media. Those deported 
to Media were in fact the only ones to be removed from Patriarchal Israel. 

Many of the descendants of the northern Israelites who remained behind, 
kept their clan identity well into Roman times. Some people in Ephraim and 
western Manasseh intermarried with foreign deportees brought to Samaria 
and became the first Samaritans. However, from the time of Ezra and Ne- 
hemiah, Jews were only officially recognized as belonging to a particular clan 
if they had certified lists of ancestors tracing them back to people mentioned 
as belonging to that clan in official records. If you could not prove your 
ancestry you were regarded simply as a Yesraeli. As a result, the northern 
clans and the Simeonites (who lived south of Judah) officially “disappeared”. 
During the Persian period the term Yehudim, which had originally only re- 
ferred to the people of Judah, came to be used as general term for all Jews 
and this also contributed to the loss of separate clan identity. 

As for the deported Israelites, there have been many theories about what 
happened to them. Most of these are crackpot theories and do not deserve to 
be addressed. However there is one popular theory which deserves attention, 
namely the claim that the deportees all assimilated into surrounding non- 
Jewish people. This claim was invented as a counter argument to the various 
crackpot claims, but like the latter it ignores the facts and can be abused 
by propagandists to claim that the descendants of the deportees are now 
Muslims who have a right to northern Israel. The truth of the matter is that 
there is no evidence of any assimilation or intermarriage. After the Baby- 
lonian period some descendants of deportees from Ephraim and Manasseh 
_ returned and settled in Jerusalem. When the books of Kings and Chroni- 
cles were written about 200 years after the Assyrian exile, the descendants 
of the deportees were still mentioned as living in Halah, Hara, Gozan and 
Media. The book of Todsét, written about 300-400 years after the Assyrian 
exile, provides evidence that the deportees had grown into a thriving Jewish 
community. Refugees from the Roman wars against the Jews found these 
communities still thriving. Even today, Jews from Georgia and Azerbaijan 
(Media) maintain that they are mainly descended from the northern exiles. 
So we may safely conclude that modern Jews are descended from all of the 
original Israelite clans. 

Next we come to the Babylonian exile. Anti-Israelists will claim that most 
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of the “remaining Jews” were exiled by the Babylonians while the Palestini 
ans were left behind. The idea that there were “Palestinians” at that time 
is idiotic and we need not comment on it further. On the other hand, the 
claim that most of the Jews were exiled by the Babylonians sounds plausi- 
ble because there is a popular myth that vast numbers of people were taken 
away to Babylonia. But as in the case of the “ten lost tribes” this is also 
myth and not history as the facts show: In c. 598 BCE, Nebuchadnezzar 
invaded Judah and took back 3 023 of the Jewish upper class and nobility. 
(He also took back approximately 7 000 soldiers and workmen who are not 
listed among the Jewish exiles but appear instead to have been non-Jewish 
mercenaries and resident foreigners.) He did not annex Judah but instead 
placed Zedekiah on the throne. In c. 587 BCE the Babylonians invaded 
again and conquered Judah. This time 832 Jews from Jerusalem were taken 
away after the fall of Jerusalem in c. 586 BCE. Some were killed in Riblah 
while others were sent to Babylonia. Judah was annexed and Gedaliah was 
appointed governor. He was later assassinated by a member of the Jewish 
royal family. Subsequently, a further 745 Jews were sent to Babylonia in 
c. 580 BCE. Thus the total number of Jewish deportees was only 4 600, a 
small fraction of the total population. They were from the clans of Judah, 
Benjamin and Levi as well as Nethinim and Avdei Shlomo. Even after people 
fled to Egypt and the region of Shur in c. 580 BCE, there must have been 
a large population remaining. Much of the territory of Benjamin remained 
unaffected by the Babylonian conquest (probably as a result of early surren- 
der and co-operation with the Babylonians). The Simeonites, who were the 
second largest Israelite group after Judah, do not seem to have been affected 
at all by the conquest and continued living happily south of Judah. 

The return of many of the descendants of the deportees (numbering much 
more than the original deportees) is generally ignored by anti-Israelists, as 
is the whole Hashmonean period. As for the period of Roman rule, anti- 
Israelists usually claim that the last “remaining Jews” were exiled by the 
Romans and that Israel was “Palestinian” until the “Zionist invasion”. Again 
this sounds plausible since many people have a myth that all the Jews were 
exiled in either 70 CE or 135 CE and that subsequently very few Jews lived 
in Israel. Again the facts say otherwise. Firstly, the date of 70 CE is simply 
the year in which the Romans destroyed the temple in Jerusalem during the 
Roman war against the Zealot Republic. It did not mark the end of Jewish 
independence or the end of the Zealot Republic. The Zealots were only 
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completely defeated in 73 CE. Moreover, the semi-Jewish Nabateans were 
still independent and throughout the period of Roman and Byzantine rule, 
the desert Jews, living in the south and east of Patriarchal Israel, remained 
independent. There never was a Roman exile in the style of the Assyrian 
and Babylonian exiles. Many pro-Zealots in Judea were enslaved but not 
all slaves were removed from Israel and moreover, many slaves were later 
redeemed by family and friends. The idea that few Jews remained in Israel 
aiter 70 CE is completely false. It is certainly true that the war resulted in 
a relatively large drop in the population of those areas which resisted the 
Romans. According to Tacitus, the total number of Jews who were either 
killed or enslaved was, 1 197 000. (This figure is regarded as an exaggeration 
by most historians.) But on the other hand, according to Josephus there 
were still between five and seven million Jews living in the region just after 
the tragic events of 70 CE. 

Those who know that there were still many Jews in Israel after 70 CE, 
will often quote the date of 135 CE for the beginning of the Diaspora and the 
decline of the Jewish population in Israel. Some books even go so far as to 
describe the Jews in Israel after 135 CE as “few” and a “minority”. But yet 
again these ideas are popular myths and misconceptions. The year 135 CE 
is simply the year in which the Romans defeated the Bar Kochba Republic. 
This war was more localized and affected mainly the area of Judah. By the 
time of Bar Kochba’s revolt against the Romans (132 CE) the population of 
Cis- Jordan had probably more than recovered since the previous war 60 years 
before. A conservative estimate is that it was still only about six million. 
According to Dio Cassius, the number of people killed during the Roman war 
against Bar Kochba was about 580 000. This figure includes both Romans 
and Jews, although some books incorrectly claim that it is the number of Jews 
killed. If we make the worst case assumption that all casualties were Jewish 
and round up to one million to take account of starvation, disease and people 
fleeing, we see that a very conservative estimate is that about five million 
Jews still remained. Since this is based on conservative assumptions it is 
possible that the population was much greater than this. We must also not 
forget the large Jewish population of Trans-Jordan, the Nabateans who were 
assimilating into the Jews and the Mustarab Jews who lived in independence 
in the desert regions of Patriarchal Israel. As in the case of the previous war, 
there was no exile in the Assyrian or Babylonian style. Surviving supporters 
of Bar Kochba were enslaved but not all slaves were moved out of Israel. 
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There was however, a ban on Jews living in the rebuilt Jerusalem but this 
was never strictly enforced and Jews still clung to the suburbs and prayed 
regularly at the Western Wall. 

Popular legend portrays the Jews of Israel after 135 CE as living in caves 
and practicing Judaism in secret due to persecution by the Romans. However, 
active harsh persecution by the Romans (during which scholars probably did 
hide) only lasted for the short period 135-139 CE. After this, the Jews were 
granted a measure of autonomy. They were ruled by a Jewish Patriarch 
(Nast) and had a parliament (Sanhedrin) in the city of Usha in Galilee. The 
period of the Patriarchate is unfortunately ignored by many history books 
which tend to focus instead on the Diaspora Jews and which thus increase 
the false perception that there were few Jews in Israel. The period of the 
Patriarchate saw a flourishing of Jewish learning and culture in Israel. It 
was during this period that the Mishna and the Jerusalem Talmud where 
compiled. In 351 CE there was a revolt aimed at attaining full independence 
but no gains were made. With the Roman empire’s adoption of Christianity 
in the 4th century CE, persecution of Jews began again throughout the Ro- 
man empire, yet the Patriarchate continued to function. The splitting of the 
Roman empire in 364 CE did not affect the Patriarchate and Jewish auton- 
omy continued. (The Roman empire had already been ruled from Byzantium 
since 330 CE.) In c. 483 CE there was another failed revolt against foreign 
rule but only members of the Samaritan sect took part. 

Relief from Christian rule came in 614 CE when the Persians conquered 
Israel. Most Jews remained neutral during the war between the Persians and 
Byzantines but nevertheless some 20 000 to 26 000 Jews under the leadership 
of Benjamin of Tiberias fought on the side of the Persians. This strongly 
suggests that there was still a substantial Jewish population in Israel. Indeed, 
since we have seen that there were still several million Jews in Cis-Jordan 
after 135 CE, there is absolutely no reason to think that foreigners ever 
outnumbered the Jews during the Byzantine rule. The Byzantine Greek 
population decreased as a result of the war and during the new Persian period 
the Jews were certainly the majority. The Patriarchate continued to function, 
this time without harassment from Christians. Unfortunately the Byzantines 
reconquered Israel in 628 CE and the Patriarchate was abolished. Although 
many Jews were killed when the Byzantines reconquered Israel, there was no 
large influx of gentiles and the Jews would still have been the majority. 

Even after the end of the Patriarchate, the Jews of the southern and east- 
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ern desert regions of Patriarchal Israel remained independent as they had for 
centuries. Jews were also found throughout Arabia in which several indepen- 
dent Jewish states existed. A large part of the north of Arabia stretching as 
far south as Medina (Yathrib), was essentially Jewish land. 

But then a new enemy raised its ugly head — Islam. As soon as Mo- 
hammed realized that the Jews were not interested in his new religion he 
began a campaign of active persecution which goes on to this very day. Mo- 
hammed and his followers exterminated the entire Jewish clans of Qurayza, 
Nadhir and Kunaika, and went on to conquer the whole of Arabia and the 
southern reaches of Patriarchal Israel. The Jews of this region who escaped 
being murdered were later expelled from their land. Even Medina had been 
a Jewish town before the Muslims drove the Jews out and stole the place. 
During the period 633-637 CE, Israel was completely conquered by the in- 
vading Muslim Arabs. It was the Muslim Arab expansion which finely put 
an end to all forms of Jewish independence. 

Historical revisionists claim that the Palestinians were “Arabicized” and 
that the modern Palestinians Arabs are descended from the Palestinian Arabs 
of the 7th century. But again it must be pointed out that there was no 
Palestinian nation in the 7th century. The Arabs in Israel were all invaders 
from Arabia. The Arab nation originated as.a collection of tribes in central 
Arabia. After the Muslim conquest of the whole of the Arabian peninsula, 
the more civilized southern Arabian peoples were absorbed into the Arab 
nation, but no inhabitants of Israel were absorbed into the Arabs. Moreover, 
there was no large scale movement of Arabs into Israel. The only Arabs 
who entered Israel were small bands of nomads and garrisons of occupying 
soldiers. The latter were decimated by disease within two years of their 
capture of Jerusalem. 

The historical revisionists claim that the Arabs were a majority in “Pales- 
tine” and have been until the “Zionists invaders” outnumbered them. This is 
completely false. The Arab invaders probably numbered less than the Chris- 
tian community and the latter would have also been a minority. Despite the 
episodes of disease and the massacres by the Byzantines which had occurred 
prior to the Arab invasion, the Jewish population of Israel was still around 
three million. Moreover, the Jewish population on both sides of the Jordan 
increased as a result of the Arab expansion since Jews expelled from Ara- 
bia moved there. The only town in Israel which the Arabs established was 
Ramle (built in the early 8th century CE), and even it appears to have had a 
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Jewish majority. Because of the large influx of Jews and the end of Christian 
rule, there was a bid to restore some form of Jewish autonomy but this was 
rejected by the Arabs. 

Arab rule came to an end, not as a result of war but as a result of Ara 
assimilation into the peoples over whom they ruled. The last three Umayyad 
caliphs were not pure Arabs but of mixed descent. The Abbasids who over- 
threw the Umayyads were also of mixed descent. While the Abbasid caliphs 
in Baghdad were of partial Arab descent, their ministers were Persian and 
Turanian. Their occupational forces originally consisted of Persian merce- 
naries and later of Turkish, Circassian and Kurdish mercenaries. In 878 CE, 
Ahmad ibn Tulun, a Turk, conquered Israel. The Turkish Tulunides lost 
Israel to the Abbasids in 904 CE, while in 934 CE it was the turn of the 
mixed descent [khshidis to conquer it. The Fatimids, also of mixed descent, 
conquered Israel in 969 CE. The Fatimids had to fight back a Carmathian 
invasion during 969-971 CE and a Byzantine invasion during 970-976 CE be- 
fore gaining secure control of Israel. In 1071 CE, the Seljuk Turks conquered 
Israel. The Fatimids managed to recapture Jerusalem in 1076 CE but lost 
it again to the Seljuks a few months later. By 1098 CE the Patimids had 
again managed to reconquer Jerusalem. Muslim rule of the region west of 
the Jordan was put to an end by the Crusader conquest of 1099 CE. 

While it is possible that the last Umayyads and the early Abbasids still 
viewed themselves as Arabs, the small Arab population of Israel did not 
retain its identity much longer than the end of the Umayyad period, if that 
long at all. By the end of the Tulunide reign, the Muslim population of Israel 
was of mixed race and had negligible Arab ancestry. The Tulunide rulers were 
Turkish and Turkish culture was dominant. By the time of the Crusader 
conquest, the Muslim population of Israel was descended from a mixture of 
different ethnic groups, particularly Turks, Persians, Kurds and Circassians, 
and had only a small amount of Arab ancestry. The Crusaders referred to 
these Muslims of mixed descent as Saracens. The Saracen’s Turkish heritage 
was dominant, they did not consider themselves to be Arabs. 

Historical revisionists portray the Crusaders as a minor irritant to the 
“Arab” population and claim that the Palestinian Arabs remained a majority 
throughout the Crusader period. The facts say otherwise. As we have seen 
Arabs in Israel had disappeared by assimilation into other Muslim people long 
before the Crusaders arrived. Moreover, it is known that many Muslims were 
killed by the Crusaders and that many Muslim communities fled when the 
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Crusader kingdoms were set up. The majority of the people remaining in the 
Crusader lands were Christians of various denominations. Some historians 
have in fact gone as far as to say that the majority of the people in “Palestine” 
were Christian. However, this only makes sense if one includes the large 
Christian population in the part of the Crusader kingdoms lying in Syria- 
Lebanon. If we look only at the Crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem, a region far 
bigger than the modern state of Israel, we see that the Christian community 
consisted largely of transient pilgrims and ambassadors, monastic orders, and 
garrisons of celibate knights, all concentrated in the city of Jerusalem. Thus 
it is quite possible that the Jewish community was still the majority in this 
particular Crusader kingdom. Although many Jews had fled the warfare and 
the Jews in the city of Jerusalem were massacred along with the Muslims, 
many Christians had also fled. In the city of Jerusalem itself, the Jews 
were certainly a minority. Initially they had been banned from the city (as 
were Muslims) but later they were allowed to return. Interestingly, the part 
of Jerusalem now considered the “Arab quarter”> of the Old City, was the 
Jewish quarter during the Crusader rule. 

In 1187, the Kurdish Ayyubids under Saladin conquered Jérusalem and 
most of Israel. Most of the Muslims who came to Israel during Saladin’s 
rule were Turks and the remainder were Kurds. The Crusaders were still 
allowed to rule parts of Israel and even parts of Jerusalem. In 1244, Israel 
was invaded by the Kharezmian Turks and the Crusaders lost Jerusalem. In 
1260 CE, the Mongols invaded Israel and were defeated by the Mamlukes in 
the same year. The Mamlukes were of mixed Turkish, Circassian, Georgian, 
Kurdish and Mongol ancestry. They were not Arabs and were not even 
Arabic speaking. Crusader rule was finally put to an end by the Mamlukes 
in 1291 when they annexed the last Crusader outpost at Acre. In 1296, 
18 000 families of Tartars settled in Israel. The Mamlukes had to repel a 
Mongol invasion in 1299-1303 before gaining secure control of Israel. During 
the period 1516-1517, the Ottoman Turks conquered Israel. 

By the end of Mamluke rule the Muslim population of Israel was of mixed 
Turkish, Kurdish, Circassian, Georgian, and Tartar-Mongol descent with ei- 
ther negligible or no ancestry from the earlier Saracen population. These 
mixed race Mamlukes spoke Turkish and Turkish culture was dominant. 
More Turks arrived in Israel during Ottoman rule and the Muslims of Is- 
rael were fully incorporated into the Turkish nation. 

How was the Jewish population faring? A Christian pilgrim in 1491 
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mentioned that there were few Christians in Jerusalem but many Jews. After 
the expulsion of Jews from Spain in 1492, many Jews returned to Israel 
and another Christian pilgrim wrote that there was hope among the Jews 
in Jerusalem of restoring Jewish autonomy. Towards the end of the 16th 
century, Safed alone had a Jewish population of between 20 000 and 30 000. 
The towns of Hebron, Gaza, Ramle, Shechem (Nablus), Acre, Haifa, Irsuf, 
and Caesaria also had substantial Jewish populations, as did El-Arish, Tyre 
and Sidon (now under Arab occupation). There were also many villages of 
Jewish fellahin (peasants) in the Galilee. Thus the impression one gets is 
that the Jews were still probably the majority despite the presence of the 
Turkish occupiers. 

While the Jews were still probably a majority during the first century 
of Ottoman rule, during the following three centuries the Jewish popula- 
tion rapidly decreased as a result of massacres, famine and expulsions. The 
decrease of the Jewish population and the movement of Muslims into Israel 
resulted in the Jews being a minority by the time that the First Aliyah began 
around 1882. , 

And where were the Arabs? In the 18th century the Muslin population 
consisted mainly of people who viewed themselves as Ottoman Turks and who 
spoke Turkish. There were also Albanian, Bosnian and African mercenaries. 
Where was the glorious Arab civilization and the Palestinian nation? The 
answer is that it simply did not exist. So why do people believe that there 
was a large Arab population since the 7th century? One of the reasons is 
that many writers have incorrectly used the term “Arab” to describe non- 
Arabic people. The Saracens are often called Arabs despite the fact that 
they had negligible Arab ancestry and were more Turkish than anything 
else. Similarly, the Mamlukes and even the Ottoman Turks are described as 
Arabs even though they didn’t even speak Arabic and often despised Arabic 
speaking Muslims. Christian pilgrims to Israel in the 18th century used the 
term “Arab” to describe Muslim mercenaries who were neither Turks nor 
Arabs but Albanians or Bosnians. Kurds and Turkmenians were also often 
incorrectly called Arabs. Another reason for the belief in an Arab presence is 
the “Ishmaelites = Arabs” myth combined with the fact that the Jews used 
the term /shmaelites for the Muslims. This was part of the usual practice 
among Jews of using defunct names of ancient peoples for new peoples they 
encountered. Compare this with the use of Avttem for Romans, Kdomutes for 
Crusaders, Ashkenazim for Germans etc. (Previously, the term Ishmaelites 
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had also been used as a name for Jews living in Muslim countries.) 

Ottoman rule of Israel was disrupted in 1799 when the French under 
Napoleon invaded. With the help of the British, the Ottomans defeated the 
French at Acre and they withdrew from Israel. 

During the last few decades of the 18th century, large numbers of no- 
madic Bedouin Arabs from Central Arabia had moved northwards into the 
Syrian plains. They lived as raiders and preyed upon the Turks, Kurds, 
Jews and Christians. Later when some Arab families settled down in vil- 
lages, they were in turn preyed upon by new groups of raiders from Arabia. 
The Bedouin raiders initially settled in the Hauran region of Syria. They 
had reached Western Israel by 1827; an encyclopedia article published in 
that year mentions that the land was “roamed through by Arab bands of 
robbers.” 

The Ottoman Empire’s control of Israel came to an end in 1831 when 
the Turkish pasha of Egypt rebelled against the Ottoman sultan and sent his 
son to conquer the region. During the pasha’s rule, Egyptian Arab colonists 
were settled in Beisan, Shechem (Nablus), Irbid, Acre and Jaffa. In Jaffa 
alone, at least 2000 Egyptian Arab colonists (500 hundred soldiers and their 
families) were settled. 

In 1841 the Ottoman Empire again took control of Israel having de- 
feated the pasha’s army with the help of the British. The movement of 
Arab colonists into Israel continued. In 1847, many Arabs who had initially 
settled in Trans-Jordan moved into the Hebron area and worked as fellahin 
(peasants). Turkish merchants brought more Arab colonists into Israel to 
work as fellahin. In 1860 many Algerian Arab colonists who had at first 
been settled in Damascus in 1852, moved to Safed. Also in 1860, about 6000 
Beni Sukhr Arabs moved to Tiberias having previously lived as nomads east 
of the Jordan. In 1878, about 4000 Algerian and 18 000 Egyptian Arab 
settlers were planted in Jaffa, Jericho and the Golan. 

However, the Arabs were still only one of several Muslim colonist groups 
occupying Jewish land. There were still many Turks. Kurdish colonists 
had settled in Safed, prior to the Algerian settlement of 1860. In 1860, 
Turkmenian colonists occupied the Plain of Esdraelon. In the same year, 
Motawila Shiites moved into the vicinity of Acre and Safed and plundered 
previous Muslim settlements. In 1878, many Bosnian, Circassian, Druze and 
Kurdish colonists were planted in various regions. More Circassians came 
in 1885 and founded three settlements. One of the reasons for bringing so 
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many new settlers into Israel was that the settled Muslim population was 
constantly being displaced by the Bedouin Arab raiders. 

One should also not make the mistake of thinking that there were millions 
of Muslims in Israel before the First Aliyah. In 1882, Israel was sparsely pop- 
ulated with the Muslim occupiers numbering about 141 000 (spread through- 
out the area which is today Israel, Jordan and the territories). Of these, about 
75% were still Turks whose ancestors had already lived in Israel before the 
Arabs started settling. 

The return of Jewish exiles during the First Aliyah (1882-1903) resulted 
in more Arab colonists swarming into Israel in the hope that the Jews would 
provide work, while Arabs already present moved to Jewish areas. For exam- 
ple, Arab settlers moved into Zichron Yaacov, founded in 1882, and almost 
reached parity with the Jewish founders by 1898. Rishon Letzion was also 
founded in 1882, by 40 Jewish families. Not long after, 400 Arab families 
arrived uninvited and outnumbered the Jewish families ten to one. Libyan 
Arab colonists from Tripolitania settled around Gedera not long after it was 
founded in 1885. Egyptian Arab colonists arrived and settled in Hadera, 
founded in 1891. Similar events occurred in other Jewish towns. Thus. the 
popular anti-Israelist lie that Jewish returnees (whom they call “settlers” ) 
displaced “indigenous” Palestinian Arabs is seen to be totally false. The 
Arabs were not indigenous and instead of being pushed out of the Jewish 
areas, they swarmed into them. 

After the Second Aliyah (1904-1914), we see the exact opposite of the 
anti-Israelist claim. It was the Arab settlers who were displacing Jews! As a 
result of expulsions instigated by the Arab colonists, as well as disease and 
famine aggravated by the Turkish misrule, the Jewish population of Israel 
dropped from about 85 000 in 1914 to about 58 000 in 1918. 

Ottoman rule again came to an end in 1918 when the British became the 
new occupiers. Many Egyptian Arabs came to Israel with the British army 
in 1918, and many of their relatives infiltrated Israel in subsequent years. 

It is often claimed that at the beginning of British rule, the “indigenous” 
Arabs numbered 600 000. Sometimes figures higher than 600 000 are quoted 
for the Arabs. Yet the figures for 1919 were a total population of about 590 
000 with the Jews numbering about 58 000. The approximately 532 000, 
non-Jews were not all Arabs. Besides the Arabs there were many other for- 
eign colonists such as Turks, Kurds, Turkmenians, Motawila Shiites, Persian 
Shvites, Druze, Bosnians, Circassians, Greeks, Italians, Germans, British, 
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Armenians, and Afghans. The Arabs were not united as a single “Pales- 
tinian” nation. The Arabs who had come from Egypt, Libya, Algeria and 
Sudan were often not considered as part of the Arab nation since they were 
only partly of Arab descent and in many cases were more African than Arab. 
About 100 000 Arabs were still nomadic Bedouin who had never settled down 
in any particular region. 

While the British occupiers were busy meticulously counting and restrict- 
ing Jewish returnees (in violation of the Mandate), the movement of Arabs 
into Israel was generally ignored. The dramatic increase in the Arab popula- 
tion was usually dismissed by the slogan “natural increase”. Thus it is very 
difficult to establish precisely how many Arabs entered Israel. The “official” 
estimates of 60 000 to 100 000 probably fall short of the true value. Calcu- 
lations comparing natural increase with the actual population growth show 
that at the very least, 170 000 Arabs moved into Jewish areas both from 
outside Israel as well as from “Arab areas” within Israel, while still more 
Arabs moved into the “Arab areas” from outside israel. 

In 1922, Trans-Jordan was split off from Israel and given to the Hejazi 
Arab colonists who lived there. More Hejazis entered the region and later 
many moved into Western Israel. Investigations of Arab settlements in Jor- 
dan have revealed that many families had relatives who had gone to Western 
Israel and that there had been substantial movement of Arabs into Western 
Israel during the 1920's and 1930's. 

There was also substantial infiltration from Syria. While this was ignored 
by the British, a Syrian newspaper published on August 12, 1934, quotes the 
Syrian governor of the Hauran region as saying that in the last few months 
{alone}, between 30 000 to 36 000 Arabs from the Hauran had entered Israel 
and settled there. This is only a fraction of the total number of Syrian Arab 
' colonists. There had already been movement from Damascus and Lebanon 
(then part of Syria) into Israel since 1925. 

Egyptian Arabs continued moving into Israel until after the Second World 
War. They settled in Jaffa and its neighbouring areas and in villages along 
the coastal strip between Jaffa and Gaza, including the so-called Gaza strip. 
After independence, Arabs from Egypt again started arriving and were given 
homes in Israel after pretending to be refugees from the war. A study con- 
ducted in 1971 found that Egyptian Arabs were still coming into Israel as of 
December that year, and were camping in tents while the Israeli government 
built them houses in the mistaken belief that they were Palestinian refugees! 
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Of those Arabs who entered Israel from Egypt, Syria and the Hejaz, it 
is interesting to note that some had actually come from Sudan, Nigeria and 
Somalia after 1930, and had merely passed through the former regions on 
their way to Israel. The fact that many Palestinian Arabs are dark with 
African features is testimony to the partial African ancestry of the Arab 
settlers who came from North African countries. 

Besides the better known movements from Syria, Egypt and the Hejaz, 
there was also Arab infiltration from Yemen and southern Arabia, Iraq, Al- 
geria, Morocco, and Tunisia. There were also families of non-Arab Muslims 
irom all over the world who came to Israel and who are erroneously counted 
as Palestinian Arabs regardless of whether they assimilated into the Arabs 
or not. 

1936 saw the anti-Jewish riots known as the “Arab Revolt”. Historical 
revisionists portray it as a rebellion by “native” Arabs against the Jewish 
“settlers”, yet the fact of the matter is that it was carried out by hired Syrian 
and Iraqi thugs who had been brought into Israet by the small effendi class 
for the express purpose of committing riots and pogroms against the Jews. 
(The effendis were those few Arabs descended from the early Arab robber 
gangs, who by a combination of raids, murder, and extortion, had gained 
ownership of certain regions of Israel during the last century.) 

In the 19th century the Arabs had been only one of several Muslim 
colonist groups. After 1918 the Turks and Turkmenians gradually left. Al- 
most all Bosnian colonists left after the Second World War. The Circassian 
population remained stable at a few thousand people. (Today they speak 
Hebrew and consider themselves to be Israelis.) The Druze have also re- 
mained a small minority (despite the movement of Druze into Israel during 
the early 1930's) as have the Shiites. Few people of Kurdish ancestry are 
still found in Israel today. Yet the Arabs kept pouring in and thus became 
the main Muslim group. Not knowing the details of the Arab infiltration, 
many people make the mistake of assuming that there has always been a 
large Arab population and that the Arabs are somehow “indigenous”. 

The Christian Arabs are also into historical revisionism. They portray 
themselves as members of the original Christian community in Israel. How- 
ever, the early Christians of Jewish origin in Israel disappeared already in 
the second century CE. They had been rejected by mainstream Christians 
as a fringe sect and never having been large in numbers they eventually be- 
came extinct. In 1911, the Christian population of Israel consisted of various 
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European groups as well as Armenians. The first time we see evidence of 
ettinic Arab Christians is in a survey conducted in 1931, where we find Arab 
Christians who had come to Israel from Arabia and North Africa. 

To sum up, the Palestinian Arabs are recent colonists, settlers, and land- 
thieves who crowded out the Jews — the true indigenous people of Eretz 
Yisrael. 

Another anti-Israelist he involves the number of so-called “Palestinian 
refugees”. Estimates of the number of refugees have varied from 430 000 to 
800 000 with 600 000 being the most popular. The higher estimates are sheer 
fantasy while even the low estimate of 430 000 is way off since it includes 
nomadic Bedouins who had never formed part of the settled population, 
migrant workers who returned home to the foreign countries they had come 
from, people who had registered more than once for aid, as well as non- 
refugees who registered so that they could obtain aid intended for refugees. 
(One common trick was to first register in western clothes and then to come 
back in traditional Arab garb.) The real figures are simply not known. 

What is one to do in the face of all the anti-Israelist disinformation? One 
solution is to actively teach people the facts. In the same way that there 
are courses for teaching people the facts about the Holocaust to counter 
Holocaust-denial, there should be courses for-countering anti-Istaelism. Such 
courses should be aimed at gentiles as well as Jews since most of the support 
for the “Palestinian cause” comes from gentiles who, having no knowledge of 
Israeli history swallow the lies of the anti-Israelist news media. 


